I do my best not let obstacles bring me down but see them as a challenge I overcome -Velma Scantlebury, MD
Meeting Dr Scantlebury
Soon after beginning interviews with legends in the field of transplantation, many suggested a meeting with Dr Velma Scantlebury. She was described by many colleagues as courageous and someone filled with character and excellent skills in leadership. She is the first black female transplant surgeon and has some interesting perspectives to share. The interview took place in a quiet conference room at Christiana Hospital in Delaware where it was immediately clear why she had been suggested for this interview. Dr Scantlebury was born in Barbados where she was one of 7 children. From elementary school to college, she ran hurdles for her school. Hurdles, thus, became a metaphor for challenges she met in her career and in life. Her eldest sister left home to study nursing in England. She died while in England presenting Dr Scantlebury with a sense of helplessness. Soon after her sister's death, Dr Scantlebury was assigned to write an essay about what she planned to choose as a career. She wrote about being a doctor, a profession that would allow her to help someone, such as her sister. Being a physician would also allow her to be her own boss . . . or so she thought.
At 15, her family moved to Brooklyn, New York, where being an immigrant and a black woman presented her with some negative high school experiences. While the school was a mixture of cultures, the color element was there. It was clear that teachers did not see her as a potential college student, although she surprised them with a 1-year scholarship to Barnard College. Concerned about overall costs of attending Barnard College, she decided to major in biology at Long Island University. She made dean's list.
After graduation, she was accepted to Yale and Columbia Universities for medical school. She chose Columbia University. It was during her medical school education that she met Dr Barbara Barlow, a pediatric surgeon at Harlem Hospital in New York. Dr Barlow became a mentor, helping her with the background to focus her career in surgery. "I wanted to become a pediatric surgeon just because of her. I wanted to follow in her footsteps."
Obstacles to Overcome
Throughout medical school and into her fellowship, Dr Scantlebury met with obstacles about being black and being female. Shirley Chisholm, the first black woman elected to Congress, has been quoted as saying "In the field of politics, I have certainly met much more discrimination in terms of being a woman than being black." During our interview, Dr Scantlebury described how she has experienced this as well. For example, the counselor in the Pre-Med Office implied that Dr Scantlebury was the token black female admitted to medical school. When she applied to a surgical residency, she was told by her preceptor, "You do not have what it takes to be a surgeon." She was asked by a senior attending why she was still in the hospital at 2 AM. "You should be home taking care of babies." During her fellowship, she found male physicians congratulated one another with their successes while she was asked who helped her. In demonstrating the courage she possessed, she refused to let these comments become obstacles. They were hurdles to overcome.
When asked if young women today experience medicine and surgery differently than in her generation, she agreed that progress has been made. But when she talks with young black women, she still hears about obstacles that remain. "Equal pay? We are not there yet. The glass ceiling is still a barrier for women. Medicine is tough even for a woman to move to the position of professor. Men can do this more easily."
Dr Scantlebury wants to see a generation that is willing to accept women as equals. She described a meeting held by The American Society of Transplantation at the American Transplant Congress for women in transplantation. There was a session on how to negotiate for higher pay, but no one discussed salaries. There is no database for women in transplantation; so, tracking information, such as salary, has not begun.
When asked what she would like to be her legacy, she did not hesitate to describe her leadership examples of empowering young women to avoid negativity and to move forward with overcoming obstacles, especially any glass ceilings that are barriers to professional growth. We thank Dr Scantlebury for her continued leadership, courage, and character that stand out prominently in this interview.
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